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Colombian President Andres Pastrana has leveled a stinging criticism at US Republicans for
politicizing Colombia's peace efforts. Pastrana agreed to withdraw the military from a sizeable
section of the country during talks with guerrillas. He has also announced a referendum early next
year on several questions, including a blanket pardon for the guerrillas as part of the peace process.
When Pastrana took office Aug. 7, he announced that he would begin peace talks with Colombia's
two largest guerrilla groups, the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and the
Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN), within three months.
To facilitate the dialogue, the government recently said it would be willing to grant a blanket pardon
to the guerrillas. The ELN welcomed the overture but warned that any concessions to ultra-right
paramilitaries would end the peace process. The guerrillas say the paramilitary survive thanks
to tacit backing or open support from the army, and they want the government to disband the
squads. "If a pardon is given to the paramilitaries, that would suspend any dialogue," said ELN
spokesperson Pablo Beltran.
Some rebel leaders complain that Pastrana still has no clear plan for pursuing peace. Pastrana
"doesn't have a clue" how to fulfill his pledge to negotiate, said rebel commander Francisco Galan
in an interview with Reuters from his prison cell. He said Pastrana has not yet mapped out his peace
plan and is trying to "smother" separate proposals by Congress and civic leaders. Colombian civic
groups met with ELN leaders in Mainz, Germany, in July and agreed to several measures to reduce
the impact of the war on civilians. But since taking office, Pastrana has warned would-be negotiators
that only he and his peace commissioner Victor Guillermo Ricardo are authorized to deal with the
guerrillas (see NotiSur, 07/17/98).
"The government wants...to institutionalize all the peace proposals, which is the best form of
smothering them," said Galan, who was captured in late 1992 and later sentenced to 30 years
for rebellion and acts of terrorism. Plans advance for National Convention and referendum One
commitment from the Mainz meeting was to hold a National Convention in October.
Recently, the date was set back because all sides agreed more time is needed for preparations.
Following a meeting between the Consejo Nacional de Paz (CNP) and Ricardo, the CNP confirmed
that organizing the convention before early next year "is not viable." The CNP comprises six
administration representatives, three members from government human rights organizations, six
congressional delegates, 10 members of local governments, and 25 representatives of "civil society."
Pastrana announced his plans for a referendum on Sept. 8. In addition to amnesty, the referendum
would also treat several political issues including how legislators are elected. During his campaign,
Pastrana promised to reform the electoral laws, including modifying campaign-finance regulations
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 54584
ISSN: 1060-4189

and implementing measures to combat corruption. Pastrana said the referendum will let the people
decide whether "to leave behind, forever, an exclusory political system."
Interior Minister Nestor Humberto Martinez said the referendum, to be held "in the first few
months" of 1999, will ask Colombians to forgive all crimes committed by the estimated 20,000
guerrillas in the 30-year war. "It will be a total pardon, including heinous crimes," he said. "If there's
no full pardon, there can't be peace." Martinez said existing legislation only allows the government
to offer an amnesty for "political crimes," including "rebellion, sedition, and mutiny." But he said
any legitimate peace process, in which guerrillas agree to lay down their arms and rejoin civil
society, would require a much broader, general amnesty.
Some analysts have cautioned that the referendum could backfire. If response is negative, it could
create problems in Pastrana's efforts to forge a peace agreement. "The idea of a referendum is not
a good one, it would be better to wait for the results of the talks with rebel groups and then air the
issues at a constituent assembly," said opposition deputy Gustavo Ramos of the Partido Liberal. The
human rights organization Comision Andina de Juristas said to offer total pardon to guerrillas or
other actors in the armed conflict violates international humanitarian law. "Victims and the relatives
of victims of heinous crimes have a right to know the truth and know that those responsible for such
serious violations will be punished," said Carlos Rodriguez, president of the CAJ.

Military withdrawal brings reaction in US Congress
Another controversial commitment by Pastrana is his agreement to withdraw all military from the
municipalities of Vistahermosa, La Macarena, Mesetas, San Vicente del Caguan, and La Uribe, an
area about the size of Switzerland. Pastrana made the agreement in secret talks in July with Manuel
Marulanda, head of the FARC. The FARC demanded the troop pullout in return for holding the first
peace talks with the government in six years. The withdrawal will effectively cede full control of the
region for an indefinite period to the FARC. The military strength of the guerrillas is at an all-time
high, bringing US warnings that the rebels pose a threat to regional stability.
The military has publicly backed the peace process. But privately some senior army commanders
admit doubts about the withdrawal. "The government has lost its way," one officer said. "The
guerrillas will get control of the area without making a single commitment. They want to form a
new republic." In a congressional hearing at the end of August, Defense Minister Rodrigo Lloreda
conceded the considerable risks but argued the demilitarized zone should be seen as a "laboratory
for peace." Lloreda emphasized that no anti-drug efforts would be affected by the troop pullout,
expected to occur in early November and remain in effect for at least 90 days.
The US Congress shows little interest in testing the "peace laboratory." On Sept. 16, the House of
Representatives passed a bill with an amendment by Rep. Benjamin Gilman (R-NY) to withhold
aid from Colombia if it halts aerial spraying in the area in question. Gilman heads the House
International Relations Committee and has been a strong supporter of the Colombian military and
of increased military aid to Colombia (see NotiSur, 04/03/98).
On his trip to the US to address the UN General Assembly, Pastrana went to Washington to meet
lawmakers and outline his peace plans. Responding to the latest legislation, Pastrana accused
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Washington of playing politics with Colombia's drug war, and said the bill was one of the worst
possible blows to US-Colombian ties. Although Pastrana stopped short of accusing backers of the
bill of trying to sabotage the peace process, he said Washington had politicized the drug issue.
"They politicized it for Colombia, and it's the worst thing that has happened to us in the last four
years," he said.
Pastrana said most US Democrats understand that "we can't just talk about repression, fumigation,
and eradication." Republican lawmakers, he said, more often insist on "the simple thesis of an
all-out war against drug trafficking" with a continued focus on aerial spraying of drug crops
with herbicides. While Colombian government officials have agreed to continue the US-backed
eradication program for now, they privately say it causes serious ecological damage, pushes
campesinos into areas under rebel control, and is ineffective in stopping the spread of illicit drugrelated crops.
The ELN's Beltran warned that US support for the army and the paramilitaries, plus increased US
military presence in Colombia, are "dark clouds" over the incipient peace process with the Pastrana
government. Military officers sacked for dereliction of duty Meanwhile, Colombia's attorney general
ordered the dismissal of two senior military officers on Aug. 31 after charging that their negligence
facilitated a costly rebel attack two years ago.
Brig. Gen. Jesus Maria Castaneda and Lt. Col. Jose Claudio Bastidas were the senior officers directly
responsible for Putumayo province, where FARC guerrillas overran the riverfront Las Delicias army
base on Aug. 30, 1996. At least 26 soldiers were killed and 60 others taken prisoner and held for
almost a year. The ruling, not subject to appeal, is said to be first time Colombian civilian authorities
have cashiered military leaders on grounds of incompetence or dereliction of duty. [Sources:
Notimex, 08/29/98, 09/01/98, 09/12/98; Spanish news service EFE, 09/01/98, 09/08/98, 09/17/98; El
Nuevo Herald (Miami), 09/12/98, 09/16/98, 09/17/98; Inter Press Service, 08/26/98, 09/18/98; Reuters,
08/31/98, 09/08/98, 09/13/98, 09/17/98, 09/20/98; Associated Press, 09/24/98]
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